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THE CHURCH A PERMANENT NEED OF HUMAN SOCIETY 

If one should visit a little French village in the Province of 
Quebec the dominance of the church would at once be manifest. 
The sacred building occupies the commanding site. The cure 1 
is the chief personage of the place. Education is given entirely 
by the church. All the affairs of life are referred to the spiritual 
adviser. He determines what physician may be called, advises 
who shall be chosen as a wife, exercises wide influence in the financial 
and political concerns of his parish, and at least countenances, when 
he does not direct, the recreational life of the people. 

It is a far cry from such a primitive religious attitude to that 
of the modern city. Here everything is directed by experts, 
scientific, economic, professional, and the clergyman at best is 
but one of many. Here is a multiplicity of institutions, municipal, 
philanthropic, social, educational, artistic, and the church at 
best is but one of many. It seems sometimes that the church 
is being pushed into the background, all her vital activities being 
taken away. Once the church was practically the whole socializing 
force: education, philanthropy, the care of the sick, and even 
amusement were in her hands. Today these can be done better 
extra-ecclesiastically; not always perhaps in every given case, 
but more and more as society understands its functions. The 
training of children for citizenship, the relief of poverty and dis- 
tress, the scientific care of disease, and the far more important 
prevention of disease, the community provision for play, sports, 
recreations, and neighborly sociability — all these are affairs of 
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the whole community, and properly appeal to all men and women, 
whether institutionally religious or not. 

Indeed, the change has come about not only because the church 
could not so well discharge these functions, nor because the state 
learned its obligations, but because the idea of religion has changed. 
In the great ethical faiths religion has always been essentially 
personal, yet to the large majority of men it has always been 
chiefly institutional. One was born to his religion. He belonged 
to it as to his race and kindred. This idea of religion is rapidly 
receding. Only the religion that is personal — an experience, an 
attainment — is accounted of value. And it is open to men, as it 
was not in the past, to decline to be of any religion at all. For 
them the church ceases to be of interest as a church, but such of 
her functions as seem important are to be carried on under secular 
auspices. Of necessity the men of religion concur in such a desire > 
and so the great socializing functions cease to be ecclesiastical - 
It is a notable fact today that wherever the church is forced into 
large social activities she finds her highest success in turning over 
those activities to other organizations as soon as they are ready 
and willing to receive them. 

It is quite conceivable that we shall reach so rational an eco- 
nomic system and so just a provision for the injured and the aged, 
for mothers and orphans, that philanthropy as now interpreted in 
charity may not be required; that we may so organize the pre- 
vention and care of disease that it cannot be the concern of religious 
people except in the matter of personal interest and sympathy; 
that we may learn so well the true moral quality of education and 
secure so fine a type of teacher that very much of the concern 
of the church for the education of the young will be met; that 
we may so eliminate public vice and provide so well for recreation 
that the church will have little to do with this large phase of life. 
Without indulging in any Utopian dream, it is quite to be expected 
that we shall proceed so far in the socialization of our humanity 
that the church will have no need to exercise any of these functions. 
Will there then be any need for the church ? And if the answer 
be negative, it may be asked further whether there is any need of 
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the church now for those who have already the social attitude and 
are busy with earnest humanitarian efforts. 

In considering the question thus reduced to its lowest terms it 
must of course be recognized that we are not asking whether a 
church would be necessary in a completed human society. Indeed, 
the apocalyptic seer has already finely answered the question. 
In that New Jerusalem, whence all evil had vanished and where 
love was triumphant, there was no need of a temple, for the Lord 
was the temple. The Real Presence was universal, every act was 
a sacrament, religion needed no outward manifestation, for all 
life was religious. That is a vision of society come to perfection, 
but in any social development that is likely in the present order of 
life there will be no perfection. We may attain a very large social 
justice, a wonderful conquest of the ills that affect the human 
body, an extraordinary skill in helping children to a strong and 
good maturity, but the spirit will go lusting against the flesh and 
the flesh against the spirit for many a millennium. Will the church 
have a place in an evolving society, which is conscious of its re- 
sponsibilities in the fields which the church has hitherto culti- 
vated with so much zeal ? To put it baldly, can the church live 
when she has nothing but religion to five for ? 

There is an abiding revolt of the human soul against the self- 
sufficiency of human powers. We shall not completely conquer 
human frailty, either physical or moral. We shall not com- 
pletely and finally achieve justice, and health, and education. And 
we shall turn with wistful eyes to Powers that are more than ours, 
and we shall still long to hear a rebuke and a promise, "Not by 
might nor by power, but by my spirit, saith the Lord." In the 
faith, the necessary faith, that the world has a Meaning that 
we have not read, and is upheld by a Force that we do not see, 
and is guided by a Love that we may feel, lies the permanence 
of religion in human life. We may substitute science and even 
philanthropy for religion, but in the disappointment inevitable 
in both we shall feel the need of God. 

But does religion involve a church? Yes, for personal and 
individual as it is, it is essentially social. The religious spirit 



222 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

inevitably says, "My Father and your Father, my God and your 
God." When the religious longing stirs men two or three of them 
are sure to gather together in the name of religion, expecting so 
to realize the Supreme Presence. And that would always give us 
the church again even if it had ever ceased to be. Forms of wor- 
ship may change. They are varied today from the small gather- 
ing of quiet souls to the elaborate celebration of the Eucharist. 
But the sense of social community in seeking to realize the 
highest meaning of life will ever bring men together in exercises 
of piety. 

Amid our rightly insistent demands for justice, equal oppor- 
tunity for all men, we sometimes forget that one of the abiding 
needs of humanity is comfort. And it always will be. Many of the 
troubles that now make us needy may be taken away, but not all 
of them. There will still be baffled souls who have tried and been 
defeated. There will be the weak who long for strength. There 
will be the strong, who have battled nobly and found only ingrati- 
tude and disappointment. And there will be sickness and death. 
We shall always need the Comforter. We are striving for health, 
attainment, prosperity, and doubtless that is well, but we shall 
not get all we want. Men may sneer at this aspect of religion as 
feminine, but the world will always need the mother. The church 
will ever have a place as she proclaims, "As one whom his mother 
comforteth, so will the Lord comfort you." 

But religion is more than the sense of dependence: it is ethical 
passion. And we shall have no evolving human society in which 
the strong demand for righteousness will not be necessary. We 
may come to ever finer economic justice, but we shall develop ever 
subtler selfishnesses. We shall always need the prophetic voice 
to stir our souls and the courageous hand to tear aside our masks. 
It is idle to think of a day in which the preaching of righteousness 
will not be necessary. Every new advance will give new oppor- 
tunities for greed and tyranny. Every removal of distress will 
make more possible a smug satisfaction with material well-being. 
We shall always need to provoke one another to good works and 
to confess our sins one to another. And this involves the church. 
To be sure it may be objected that, on the one hand, ecclesiasticism 
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is more likely to produce priests than prophets, and that, on the 
other hand, some of our noblest prophets are outside the ministry, 
and even outside the church. Yet the more ethical religion becomes, 
the more human and less sacerdotal are its priests, and the more 
prophetic are its preachers. And the highest idea of the church 
by no means confines the task of moral stimulus to its professional 
leaders: "Would God all the Lord's people were prophets." 
Our most vital churches today are those which vibrate with human 
interest, where men talk and pray about the abatement of evils 
and the advancement of good. Men sneer at the church as a 
talking place. That is its high and permanent function. It is 
the real Parliament of Man. The church is a permanent need in 
human society because it is the place for talking to God and talking 
to men about righteousness, and faith, and love. Professor 
Swing once said: "We talk, and talk, and talk for a hundred years 
and then the thing is done." Why not do it without the talking, 
and do it at once ? Yes, why not bring the New Jerusalem down 
to earth at once ? Things do not come that way. A few men see 
the ideal afar; they tell us what they see; they chide us for our 
blindness; more of us begin to see and talk of the vision; at last 
everybody sees. 

The church may change. It may have a larger ministry. It 
may have a different ministry. It may have new functions. But 
we shall need more in the future, rather than less, an institution- 
alizing of our faith; our faith in God and man and goodness. We 
shall need exercises to develop that faith, and that will require 
that we meet together. We shall need to talk together a great deal 
about duty, and about comfort, and that will require that we 
meet together. And that will be the church. 



